'Artist. Pol. 1271a 28 sq.; 1272a 16 sq.; cf. 1263b 40 sq.; Ephor. ap Strab. 480; Plut. Lyc. 12; Dicaearch. ap. Athen. 4, 141c. On the Spartan syssitia in general see also Herod. 1, 65; Xen. Lac. Resp. 5: 15, 4 . Plut. Lye. 10; Mor. 226f. (6); 236f. Cf. G. Busolt/H. Swoboda, Gr. Staatskunde, 698ff., 754; H. Michell, Sparta (Cambridge 1964) 281ff. To be sure, this had not always been the practice in Crete. There is evidence that originally the citizens of many cities had to hand over their individual contributions to their messes. See, for instance, L. H. Jeffrey/A. Morpurgo-Davies, Kadmos 9 (1970) 124 (B. 11-12) , 143f., 149, 151f. However, in the Fourth Century B.C., state responsibility was the general rule in Crete.
2 Leg. 625c; 626b; 633a; 636a, etc. Plato is aware, however, of a possible negative effect of the syssitia; in some cases they constitute a factor in encouraging stasis (Ibid. 636b) . See also J. Bisinger, Der Agrarstaat in Platons Gesetzen, Klio, beiheft 17 (Leipzig 1925) The material concerned with the syssitia in the Laws does not enable us to give a coherent description of Plato's intentions on their character and organization. The author gives us only some vague allusions, which we shall try to present according to their order in the text.
One paragraph affirms, as if by the way, that the magistrates' way of life has to include syssitia, participation at them being considered compulsory, as was actually the state of affairs in Sparta for the ephors and all other magistrates.5
Another passage regards the common meals necessary in the new state not only for men but also for women, a somewhat extravagant proposal without precedent in Greek practice wherever these clubs were in existence.6 3 Leg. 780a, b; d, e; Bisinger (op. cit. 75f.) overlooks almost completely these passages, presumably because they contradict his opinion about Plato's unwillingness to adopt the institution in the Laws. G. R. Morrow tries to use Plutarch's opinion (Lyc. 24-25) on the purposes of these clubs in Sparta in order to learn about their possible aims in Plato's Cretan city. He concludes: "They are a part of education and discipline of adult life, designed to make the citizen accept more fully the ideal which the laws expound and which constitutes the essential purpose of the state." (Plato's Cretan City. A Historical Interpretation of the Laws [Princeton U.P., 1960] 392). It seems, however, that there is an additional, central reason for adopting the syssitia, namely, the philosopher's intention to achieve uniformity and moderation in the lives of the citizens, and thus to enforce through them relative equality, as was done according to our sources in the so-called "Lycourgan" Sparta. The author even tells us in a passage of the Laws that the character of the syssitia and the legislation connected with them is to be discussed later on in more detail,7 but this promise is never completely fulfilled. He continues to 'scatter' notes throughout.
Thus, for instance, a much discussed passage of the Laws (806 de) proposes a social model similar in many of its features to that of the Spartan, and Plato touches again, as if incidentally and, most probably, inspired by Sparta, on the subject of the syssitia. Here he expresses the wish that in his state men and women be organized separately; each syssition will be either under the supervision of a man or of a woman ("archon" or "archousa"). In a later passage, Plato refers to the syssitia as an institution already established within his state, since, according to him, there is no difficulty in establishing it in Crete; no one there would question the usefulness of its purpose. As to their structure-Lacedaemonian, Cretan, or another, better than those already in operation-the author does not want to make a decision. The problem does not appear to him to be difficult to solve, and even if found its solution does not promise any considerable advantage; in fact he believes the existing arrangements to be satisfactory.8
Finally, another passage must be mentioned; this contains a suggestion that the rules covering the public meals in the state of the Laws be similar to those in practice in Sparta as regards the citizen's duty to contribute his share.9
Broadly speaking, this is the content of the material offered us by Plato on the syssitia in the state of the Laws. The question which naturally arises is: why does he not givedespite his promise to do so-a full, comprehensive and detailed description of the character and organization of this institution?
The usual answer given in the research literature is that commun aux femmes ..." On the syssitia in the Republic see: 404 b sq.; 416 de-458. 7Leg. 783 bc. On the difficulties involved in the interpretation of this passage see E. B. England, The Laws of Plato (Manchester 1921; repr. 1976 detailed legislation would have created enormous difficu Accordingly, some scholars argue that Plato finally chan his mind about this institution, finding no place for it w his state; or, as Morrow puts it, that he abdicated he the face of a problem too difficult for him to solve." T main difficulties are pointed out: the incompatibility of institution within an agrarian economy of small proprie and the incompatibility between a society organized accor to the syssitia and one centred round the family structu
The validity of these arguments must be examined. As the first difficulty, i.e., the incompatibility of the sys within the social and economic structure of Plato's state in the Laws, the scholars mentioned above emphasize that these clubs are appropriate to an aristocratic minority whose material needs are provided completely by slaves and serfs, and which can therefore dedicate itself solely to political and military activities. One passage in the Laws gives a schematic picture of the state which presents many similarities to such a Spartanfashioned ruling minority based on serf labour,"1 but it should be remembered that this isolated passage is in contradiction to the general picture of the society Plato imagines in his last dialogue. The citizens of the Laws' state are not similar to the Spartan "peers"-(homoioi); they are not meant to concentrate exclusively on military and political activities, as has too often been wrongly supposed in modern research,12 but are to be allowed certain economic activities, especially in agriculture. 3 Those who insist on the difference between the Spartan society and that of the Laws are certainly justified. The passage mentioned above'4 is, indeed, the exception rather than the rule. There is, however, no solid justification for To Morrow's credit it has to be said that he realizes his argument in this case is not sufficiently strong;15 it is, af all, a technical, administrative matter, not a basic problem Moreover, it is evident that the social and economic structure in the state of the Laws does not correspond exactly with the Spartan and Cretan form of syssitia, but requires certain changes in order to give the farmers the possibility of daily participation at the public meals without affecting their economic preoccupations. Again, however, the argument that this technical matter presented a difficulty in the face of which the philosopher found himself forced to abdicate does not seem valid. '6 As mentioned, the second difficulty raised by modern research is the incompatibility between the syssitia and a society organized round the family circle, as is that of the Laws. In the Republic the difficulty does not arise, because there the family in its traditional, accepted form, is abolished, the philosopher introducing a community of wives and children (for the first two classes). But restoration of the family in the Laws creates the difficulty of integrating the syssitia. 17
This second difficulty is presented by Morrow as being graver than the first,18 but, in fact, it seems perhaps to be less serious. After all, Sparta herself may serve as a good example of possible and actual coexistence between the syssitia and the family side by side, in its generally accepted Greek form. Apart from some isolated cases, such as those of polyandry,19 there can hardly be any serious doubt that the family in its common Greek form was in existence in Sparta.20 It is true that some aspects of family life regarded by other states as being completely private were controlled in Sparta by the state, but Plato's etatism in the Laws from this point of view (i.e., state interference in family affairs) is certainly no less severe than the Spartan.2' It is worth mentioning in this context that the institution of syssitia is adopted also by Aristotle in his ideal state of the Politics,22 and-as is well known-Aristotle can hardly be suspected of hostility towards the family.
It can only therefore be concluded that the difficulties usually raised by different scholars are not so perplexing as to have led Plato to abandon his original scheme on the syssitia. Another-strange-problem is pointed out in various works on the subject. It is argued that Plato's legislation concerning the distribution of agricultural products23 indicates that the syssitia are no longer taken into account, since this division is made for familial consumption.24 It is, however, this distribution of products which, among many other The difficulties raised being of no vital significance, it seems necessary to state firstly that the evidence provided by the material dealing with the syssitia in the Laws, even if meagre and fragmentary, leaves no room for doubt about Plato's completely serious intention to adopt this institution in his state of the Laws. The disorder prevalent in the material about the public meals in the philosopher's last dialogue was most probably caused by the absence of a final revision.
However, the main problem remains, namely, the nonexistence of a comprehensive and detailed description of the syssitia's foundation, character, organization and action. It seems that Plato himself provides the solution: upon further consideration, details appeared to him a secondary object, perhaps even an unnecessary one. This conclusion is based on the examination of a central passage mentioned above, which has received less attention than it deserves in the literature on the subject. The passage referred to is 842b; gives the clue to the solution. "As concerns the manner of them-whether we should adopt the fashion in practice here (i.e., the Cretan) or the Lacedaemonian, or whether we can find a third fashion better than either-this does not seem to me a difficult problem to solve, nor indeed would the solution be of much benefit, since these meals are now actually arranged in a satisfactory way."
From the above quoted passage it is possible to understand that Plato was aware of the fact that his state's syssitia could not be an exact copy of the Spartan or Cretan model. In speaking of a third, better form, he refers most probably to the technical, administrative, aspect of the problem, which is designed in one way or another, to meet the special conditions of the new social organization proposed in the zen has a basic duty to contribute towards this, and of them, being too poor to afford this expenditure, "Ei 6e rovrtw xotvwOveIv rtCvrag; rov; roAitrac, ov 'd6tov 6e rovi ; adoQrovg aztb rc Tv l6i v re eiaC Qltv rT avvTETay/uEvov xai 6Ltotxev rvZv ayrZlv oixiav."32 "But the common meals must be shared by all the citizens, and it is not easy for the poor to contribute their quota of the cost from their own resources and also to maintain their household as well."
This passage contains a clear allusion to the fact that Aristotle, in spite of all his proposed measures for providing a solid economic basis for the citizens of his ideal state, is not sure of his ability to avoid or eliminate completely the existence of poverty. 31 The problem of the unequal distribution of wealth and of poverty is stressed in the discussion about the Spartan constitution in the second book of the Politics. See, e.g., 1270a 19 sq.; 39 sq.; b 5 sq.; 10; and especially 1271a 30 sq. in the context of the syssitia.
32 Pol. 1330a 6 sq.
